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Glossary

Access restriction: 
a management action to conserve biodiversity through 
restricting access to geographical areas or to the biological 
resources themselves. Particularly common in situations 
where there is an endangered species or ecosystem requiring 
protection for which no level of use is sustainable.

Accountability: 
the responsibility to provide evidence to stakeholders and 
sponsors that a programme is e�ective and in conformance 
with its scope, policy, legal, and �scal requirements.

Adaptive management: 
a systematic approach for improving management through 
learning by monitoring and evaluating management out-
comes. Simply put, it is �learning by doing� and adapting what 
one does based on what is learned.

Allocation: 
the share and delimitation of resources a user group gets from 
an established plan.

Anthropogenic: 
human-induced.

Area-based management: 
the regulations of human activity in a speci�ed area to achieve 
conservation or sustainable resource management objectives.

Area closure: 
the closure to �shing by particular gear(s) of an entire �shing 
ground, or a part of it, for the protection of a section of the 
population (e.g. spawners, juveniles), the whole population, or 
several populations. The closure is usually seasonal but it could 
be permanent.

Area to be avoided (ATBA): 
an area within de�ned limits that should be avoided by all 
ships or certain classes of ships, in which navigation is par-
ticularly hazardous or in which it is exceptionally important to 
avoid casualties.

Areas beyond national jurisdiction (ABNJ): 
those areas of the ocean (water column and seabed) for which 
no one nation has sole responsibility for management. 

Artisanal �shery: 
a �shery based on traditional or small-scale gear and boats.

Automatic identi�cation system (AIS): 
a short-range coastal tracking system used on ships and by 
vessel tra�c services (VTS) for identifying and locating vessels 
by electronically exchanging data with other nearby ships and 
VTS stations.

Baseline data: 
the basic information gathered before a programme or activity 
begins, to be used later to provide a comparison for� assess-
ing impacts.

Baseline: 
as de�ned by the United Nations Convention on the Law of 
the Sea, the line along the coast from which the seaward limits 
of a country�s territorial sea and certain other maritime zones 
of jurisdiction are measured, such as a country�s exclusive 
economic zone. Normally, a maritime baseline follows the 
low-water line of a coastal country.

Biological diversity: 
the variability among living resources from all sources, includ-
ing, inter alia, terrestrial, marine and other aquatic ecosystems 
and the ecological complexes of which they are part; this 
includes diversity within species and of ecosystems.

Bioregion: 
an area constituting a natural ecological community with 
characteristic �ora, fauna and environmental conditions, 
and�bounded by natural rather than arti�cial borders.

Blue economy: 
the sustainable use of ocean resources for economic growth, 
improved livelihoods and jobs while preserving the health 
of�ocean ecosystems.
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Introduction

Planning for sustainability and certainty to�secure ocean prosperity

1 https://www.mspglobal2030.org/msp-roadmap/ 

Since UNESCO�s Intergovernmental Oceanographic 
Commission (IOC-UNESCO) and the European Commission�s 
Directorate-General for Maritime A�airs and Fisheries (DG 
MARE) launched in 2017 their Joint Roadmap to accelerate 
marine/maritime spatial planning (MSP) processes worldwide1, 
the number of countries that have initiated, advanced or 
approved their own MSP processes has increased signi�cantly. 

Through the active and e�ective participation of policy mak-
ers, representatives of maritime sectors, academia, citizens 
and other stakeholders in activities organised in all corners 
of the ocean, the MSPglobal Initiative has contributed to 
improving cross-border and transboundary cooperation 

where marine spatial plans already existed or were being 
prepared, and to promoting planning processes in regions 
where they have not yet been launched. 

As we enter this new decade, the goal set by the Joint 
Roadmap remains today to triple the marine area bene�ting 
from MSP, approved and led by governments and their 
citizens and e�ectively implemented in more than 30% 
of marine areas under national jurisdiction by 2030. This is 
in line with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
and supported by national and regional initiatives in the 
framework of the United Nations Decades of Ocean Science 
for Sustainable Development and on Ecosystem Restoration.  

Accelerating global planning processes together

Twenty countries now have plans approved and under imple-
mentation for their maritime jurisdiction (covering 22% of the 
world�s EEZs). Further twenty-six countries are in the process 
of approving plans for their jurisdictional waters (covering 
25% of the world�s EEZs). This second group includes coun-
tries in the European Union mandated to have MSP plans 
by 2021, in Africa such as Kenya, Mauritius, Mozambique 
and Namibia, in America with excellent progress in Mexico, 
Peru and Uruguay, the same in South Korea, Iran and Japan 
in the Asian region, and in Oceania with many examples in 
Small Island Developing States such as Kiribati, Palau and the 
Solomon Islands.

It is worth noting that a further eighty-two countries have 
also committed to moving forward with the development of 
MSP processes in their maritime jurisdictions (covering 47% 
of the world�s EEZs) and where planning is at an early stage. In 
many cases, these processes are initiated as the natural evo-
lution of their coastal management plans or supported in the 
design of their national maritime policies or new national or 
regional sustainable blue economy strategies. In most cases, 
governmental engagement is initiated through pilot projects 
at local level or through cross-border intergovernmental 
projects with neighbouring countries at regional level. 
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world have initiated or implemented their MSP processes, 
shaping the meaning of MSP due to new goals and objectives 
to be addressed, such as renewable energy, the achievement 
of 10% of marine protected areas (MPAs) by 2020 following 
the Aichi Biodiversity Target2 of the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD), and a growing need to consider additional 
themes such as the blue economy, transboundary MSP, climate 
change and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the 
United Nations (UN) 2030 Agenda (Figure 1.1). 

In this context, the next logical step for DG MARE and IOC-
UNESCO was to encourage and strengthen transboundary 
MSP globally as a priority action of the Joint Roadmap to 
accelerate MSP processes worldwide.3 This is also convergent 
with the e�orts of the international community to promote 
the development of strategic action plans at transboundary 
scale to achieve long-term sustainable use of ocean resources 
(Figure 1.2).

During the past ten years, the MSP process has been applied 
in many di�erent contexts, cultures and languages around the 
globe, making it possible to bring examples from new regions 
and continents, and to draw lessons from the application of 
the �rst IOC-UNESCO guide. 

2 https://www.cbd.int/sp/targets/ 
3 https://www.mspglobal2030.org/msp-roadmap/ 
4 https://www.mspglobal2030.org/resources/msp-global-documents/ 

This experience shows that countries can organise MSP in 
di�erent ways and still be successful. Thus, taking into account 
the lessons and challenges of using the 2009 edition, this 
new guide presents the marine spatial plan as di�erent topics 
illustrated by lessons learned and case studies by topic, rather 
than as a clear sequence of steps.

was the guide developed?
This guide was developed from the expertise and 

experience accumulated during the last decade by profession-
als working on technical, practical and conceptual aspects of 
MSP worldwide. The MSPglobal Initiative invited professionals 
from all regions of the world to take part in an international 
expert group which, over a period of two years, compiled and 
discussed lessons learned, approaches, challenges and oppor-
tunities for this new guidance, including a series of dedicated 
policy briefs.4 

Regional consultations and international MSP forums took 
place between 2018 and 2021 in the Mediterranean, the 
Southeast Paci�c, the Atlantic, the Caribbean, the Gulf of 
Guinea, Red Sea and Gulf of Aden, the Indian Ocean, the South 
China Sea and the Baltic Sea, including experts from Small 
Island Developing States (SIDS). 

How

Figure 1.1  
SDGs of the UN 2030 Agenda 
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A series of national workshops on MSP implementation were 
jointly held with national authorities of Indonesia, Germany, 
Finland, China, the Netherlands and Mozambique to share 
their national practices and lessons learned. Other events were 
organised in collaboration with national authorities identifying 
the linkages in between MSP and sustainable blue economy in 
Africa, Latin America, Eastern Mediterranean and SIDS. 

Dedicated thematic workshops and interviews were con-
ducted in 2020 and 2021 in collaboration with the European 
MSP Platform,5 the UN Global Compact6 and LME:LEARN.7

A guiding principle in developing the guide was to showcase 
inspiring examples of MSP for users to consider and re�ect 
upon, which they might apply in their own context according 
to the resources they have available. 

to use the guide?
This guide is designed to be used at any stage of an 

MSP process, from the initial or pre-planning phase to imple-
mentation, so that it can be opened at any chapter and to �nd 
information related to MSP topics, activities, case studies and 
actions. How the guide is used is up to the user and a structure 
has been developed for quick access to key topics that have 
surfaced in recent years. The content is intended to support 
the development of a diversity of MSP processes and plans, 
and is not intended to be prescriptive or take a �one-size-�ts-all� 
approach. 

Links to other guides
The 2021 MSPglobal Guide joins an extensive list of 

documents with the aim and purpose of guiding decision-mak-
ing in the �eld of ocean governance.8 Following the pioneering 
initiative of IOC-UNESCO�s �step-by-step� approach, various 
international organisations, both governmental and non-gov-
ernmental, academia and the private sector have produced 
documents of di�erent types at the national or subnational 
level that directly or indirectly inform the advancement of MSP. 
In addition, there are even more documents designed to be 
applied at regional and global scales (UNESCO-IOC, 2021a).

5 https://www.msp-platform.eu 
6 https://www.unglobalcompact.org/take-action/ocean 
7 https://iwlearn.net/marine 
8 https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000375502 

How
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Evolution of the MSP concept from 2009 to�present

Source: Smith, 2021.
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that the sum of all decisions is oriented towards integrated, 
ecosystem-based management of the ocean (see Chapter 7). 
MSP is usually implemented through sector-speci�c plans and 
policies providing permitting procedures.

In many countries, MSP implementation involves coordination 
between di�erent ministries, agencies and sectors, including 
in those cases where there is one nominated MSP authority. 
The MSP authority does not necessarily have power over other 
sectors or the mandate to implement all aspects of the plan 
and must therefore coordinate the implementation with oth-
ers. In countries where established sectoral administrations � 
and sometimes sectoral spatial planning � are already in place, 
MSP simply puts the existing decisions into a wider context, 
synthesises con�icting interests and establishes how these 
will relate to the overall goals.

4.1.2 The technical planning team

A technical planning team generally consists of members of 
organisations leading the MSP processes who are responsible 
for drafting, developing, revising and/or completing the MSP 
outputs. Usually, the technical team is formed within or under 
the direction of the MSP authority and is sometimes referred 
to as the �core team�. However, there may be instances where it 
is not possible for the MSP authority to provide the team. 

In those cases where the MSP authority is a small departmen-
tal unit with insu�cient capacity to lead a technical team, it 
may be an option to explore the possibility of having another 
authority or governance unit with the technical capacity to 
perform this team-leading role, with the lead reporting to or 
directly liaising with the MSP authority. A technical team may 
also be formed outside the MSP authority and work under the 
authority to develop the MSP outputs. It has not been uncom-
mon in the last decade for the MSP expertise to come from 
outside the MSP authority. This expertise could be outsourced 
to a university, research institute or external consultancies.

Technical teams are usually organised as an expert group, 
working groups, advisory boards, etc., bringing together 
experts from di�erent agencies as well as universities and 
other institutions. This was the case of the Canadian example 
in Box 4.2, and similar approaches were used in the Rhode 
Island Ocean Special Area Management Plan (SAMP) and by 
the European Union�s Member States.

A technical team�s capacity would include a range of subject 
matter expertise in planning, law and policy, coastal and marine 
sciences, environmental, economic, social and cultural matters. 
The particular suite of skills, experience and knowledge would 
generally mirror the goals and objectives of the marine spatial 
plan and be able to successfully complete the planning tasks, 
including interactions with sectors a�ected by MSP. 

The technical team will gain enormous experience during 
the MSP process and be a source of institutional knowledge 
for the completion and implementation of the marine spatial 
plan. In cases where the technical team is not situated within 
the government, it makes good sense to create a clear process 
to transfer knowledge, information and lessons learned to 
governmental representatives for them to take on the respon-
sibility and ownership once the external support is �nished. 
This is especially important in the context of pilot projects and 
for the monitoring of the plan during implementation. For gov-
ernmental members of the team, it is important to incorporate 
the MSP work into their job descriptions and/or performance 
agreements to avoid MSP becoming an additional task only 
attended to �when time allows�.

4.1.3 Governmental support

The governmental support refers to authorities and institutions 
whose decisions and leadership on the development of laws, 
regulations, approval of �nancial and non-�nancial help bring 
about changes in the design and implementation of MSP. 

The essential governmental role is translated into adminis-
trative support for �nance and budgets, hiring, managing 
capacity and other roles. If not provided by other entities, the 
governmental support will also assist with planning stake-
holder consultations, including venue selection, scheduling, 
stakeholder invitations and materials for workshops. 
Consistent and secured governmental support is key for the 
e�ciency of an MSP process and the interactions between the 
government and other key stakeholders. 

It is advisable to set up an interinstitutional working group at 
the national level as a steering group or reference group dur-
ing the MSP process. A steering committee or reference group 
brings sectoral perspectives and expertise to the process and 
can help identify additional experts, if needed. Members can 
be drawn from the same interinstitutional MSP working group 
mentioned in Chapter 3 of this guide. 

In a transboundary context, the de�nition of an international 
partnership within and beyond sea basins (e.g. existing 
regional seas conventions) could also play a similar supporting 
role as in the case of the Helsinki Commission (HELCOM) or the 
Partnerships in Environmental Management for the Seas of 
East Asia (PEMSEA). International and intergovernmental part-
nerships help ensure equitable representation of all Member 
States. In these regional contexts, when advancing with trans-
boundary planning, it is important to consider knowledge and 
data sharing, reciprocal capacity building, pooling skills and 
expertise across borders from the onset to ensure the e�cient 
use of resources.
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in�uences of MSP from other contributing factors can be very 
di�cult. While quantitative measuring might not be possible, a 
qualitative approach may provide some veri�cation. Qualitative 
methods might include asking sectoral decision-makers or 
operators to complete questionnaires about the in�uence of 
the marine spatial plan on their choices. Constructing clear 
pathways towards the outcomes can help to identify the means 
of veri�cation.

4.5 Planning the monitoring and evaluation 
of the plan
This section focuses on key aspects of planning the evaluation 
and monitoring of MSP and on the formulation of indicators. 

Chapter 8 describes in more detail the practice of MSP evalua-
tion, and presents approaches for evaluating the planning pro-
cess and inclusion of stakeholders; the plan and its relevance; 
implementation of MSP; and results and outcomes of MSP. It 
also covers the reporting of evaluation and monitoring results, 
as well as the ultimate goal of evaluation: the adaptation of the 
plan and MSP process. 

The aim of this chapter is to highlight that monitoring and eval-
uation takes place throughout the planning process (not just 
after the plan is implemented), therefore some initial thought 
needs to be given to this task when designing the MSP process.

4.5.1 Objectives, scope and purpose of the 
monitoring programme for evaluation

The purpose of monitoring and evaluating is 1) to hold 
authorities accountable and 2) to learn about and improve 
MSP. Knowing the results and side e�ects of MSP is essential 
for its reviewing and updating. How is the plan making a 
di�erence in contributing towards a more sustainable use of 
our ocean? What does the plan deliver to society? Is it doing 
so or are amendments needed? It is also important to consider 
contextual factors that in�uence what it is possible to achieve 
through this particular marine spatial plan. Then it is important 
to understand the plan�s mandate and what needs to be taken 
care of in other processes.

We also need to evaluate the process of plan making, e.g. 
in terms of equity and representativeness, to improve the 
process in future planning rounds. The quality of the process 
has implications for the quality of the plan and e�ectiveness of 
implementation. 

It is preferable to reserve some resources for monitoring and 
evaluation, but experience has shown that considerably more 
resources are set aside � understandably � for plan-making than 
for monitoring and evaluation.

In general terms, the evaluation should explain what works, for 
whom and why. Methodological choices for evaluation, as well 
as measuring the impacts or use of indicators, should aim to 
answer these questions. General questions can be answered 
by applying alternative methods, the selection of which is also 
in�uenced by the availability of resources. Monitoring and 
evaluation can be resource-dependent and science-based, 
or they can be more dialogue-based. In fact, a combination 
of these is recommended, as both have their strengths. Costly 
monitoring and evaluation e�orts are best to focus on the 
key (i.e. most important) aspects of MSP. Dialogue-based 
monitoring and evaluation can complement the picture by 
setting the MSP into a broader societal and economic context. 
Furthermore, a sustained dialogue around the e�ects of the 
MSP is a great way to support the implementation of the plan, 
as the key actors are kept in the loop! 

Evaluation, supported by information gained from moni-
toring, is an essential part of adaptive MSP. It provides the 
evidence base for reviewing the plan and for assessing the 
functionality of the planning process. The extent of the eval-
uation is limited to the availability of resources. Therefore, it 
is advisable to make a distinction between what is necessary 
and what is useful. MSPs typically have several objectives to 
be achieved, but they are not necessarily equally important 
for society. Evaluation and monitoring e�orts, respectively, 
should focus �rst and foremost on the most important objec-
tives and on the most important aspects of the planning pro-
cess. The scope of evaluation can then be extended as far as 
the resources allow. The scope of MSP evaluation can be also 
extended by organising frequent dialogues with key actors 
and stakeholders who can bring in their own perspectives to 
complement the results of the o�cial MSP evaluation. There 
are a number of challenges to determining what e�ects MSP 
actually generates, the main one of which is the di�culty of 
isolating the e�ects from the marine spatial plan from other 
factors that may also in�uence development in the use of sea 
areas. This, in turn, limits our ability to quantitatively measure 
progress in MSP.

Quantitative measurement may be easier when your marine 
spatial plan is detailed and strongly steers uses of the seas. 
Such planning includes many elements of sectoral manage-
ment. In these cases, it is feasible to set quantitative targets 
and to measure to what extent they have been reached. 
The IOC-UNESCO Guide to Evaluating Marine Spatial Plans 
(IOC-UNESCO, 2014) is a useful basis for the monitoring and 
evaluation of such a prescriptive and detailed MSP. However, 
when the MSP system is strategic and guiding, rather than 
steering, the evaluation and monitoring needs to be designed 
di�erently. Then an evaluation approach that looks at MSP 
from di�erent perspectives and in a broader context can 
produce useful information.
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Table 5.5 
Types of public information system 

Type Description

Data catalogue A data list, its availability  
and how to�source

Database or data portal Online direct access to datasets

Data viewer or GIS  
mapping tool

Service to display spatial data

Knowledge platform 
or�information service

Service which aggregates data into 
information product (e.g. factsheets)

Decision support tool  
or assessment tool

Method or specialised tool to�support 
further analysis and�interpretation

Source: Adapted from European Commission, 2017.

There is an increasing need for using scenarios to i) understand 
the aspirations of di�erent stakeholders towards integration 
within the MSP process and the realities of encouraging co-lo-
cation between sea uses and ii) highlight important issues 
where further transboundary cooperation on MSP may be 
required (McGowan et al., 2019).

Any scenario will represent gains and losses for speci�c 
stakeholders. When selecting the preferred scenario, a SWOT 
analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) 
and trade-o� analysis can support the decision. When evalu-
ating the alternative scenarios with the actors, the key drivers 
and the �big picture� for each scenario need to be at the core of 
the dialogue. 

5.4 Developing a public information system 
The amount of data and information necessary for devel-
oping a knowledge-based marine spatial plan can be sub-
stantial. Therefore, it is advisable to organise and document 
everything in an information system that is also available for 
public engagement. Through such a tool, stakeholders and 
citizens can consult general information and products of the 
MSP process. In the case of an interactive tool that allows 

analyses and the establishment of communication channels, 
they can also provide inputs to improve the process. Table 5.5 
shows di�erent formats of public information systems that 
can be developed to support the MSP process. 
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7.1 Establishing regulation for the implementation of the marine spatial plan 
MSP regulation is the basis for the implementation of the 
marine spatial plan, which is often based on relevant laws. It 
usually includes the necessity of MSP implementation, the main 
bodies concerned with the implementation, the methods of 
implementation, and the interrelationship between MSP and 
sea use approval and the acquisition of sea area use rights.

An implementation plan or roadmap could be developed to 
clarify tasks and procedures, although it is still quite rare to 
�nd this type of document for existing MSP processes.

For transboundary coherent marine spatial plans, the related 
conventions and agreements are the basis for planning 
implementation, often requiring e�cient communication 
between two or more countries. It is important that countries 
discuss and harmonise how and when they will implement the 
common regional objectives within each national planning 
process. Usually, the countries have di�erent time frames, so 
this kind of coordination could be a mechanism to overcome 
this challenge.
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7.3 Training competent authorities 
and�maritime sectors on the implementation 
of the plan
The implementation or action plan is a key component of the 
MSP process. To guarantee the e�ective development of the 
plan on the ground, competent authorities require capacity 
building in new procedures. This needs to be considered at an 
early stage of the planning process, taking into consideration 
how and by whom the plan is going to be used. This will ensure 
that a plan is useful, usable, understood and used. 

Government bodies� knowledge and acceptance of the marine 
spatial plan will determine the e�ectiveness of its implemen-
tation. In addition, capacity development should focus on 
how MSP could be useful for promoting the blue economy 
and sustainable development. 

An implementation plan and a planning implementation 
system (usually based on GIS and management rules, for 
example) could improve the e�ciency of implementation.

7.3.1 Share of responsibilities 

The implementation of the plan is linked to investment 
programmes, which in many cases do not depend on the 
planning institutions but on the private sector. In addition, 
government incentives might foster investment in the priority 
maritime sectors of a plan.

The marine spatial plan does not only guide maritime sectors. 
It has become apparent that the manner in which sectoral 
plans are implemented has a direct e�ect on how the marine 
plan is implemented. It is a two-way process.

In light of the above, there is a need to develop maritime sec-
tors� MSP capacity in such a way that they realise the bene�ts 
of such a process.

7.3.2 Conciliation 

Conciliation refers to making di�erent positions or approach-
es compatible or bringing them into agreement. When there 
are con�icts among di�erent sea-use activities or between 
human economic activities and environmental protection 
objectives, relevant departments need to follow certain laws 
and regulations to reconcile the con�icts or, if this is not pos-
sible, to ensure that they remain manageable.

7.3.3 Cooperation

Cooperation can be understood as the act of working 
together. The implementation of MSP involves manage-
ment departments, law enforcement departments and var-
ious stakeholders. Therefore, sound implementation must 
be through the joint e�orts of multiple parties, ensured 

by the planning authority. In cross-border MSP projects, 
multi-country, multi-department and multi-stakeholder 
cooperation is particularly signi�cant.

7.3.4 Coordination

The coordination role of the MSP authority is essential to 
ensure the marine spatial plan is implemented on time. In 
general, to carry out the implementation, ad hoc committees 
and groups should be set up to lead the communication and 
implementation of relevant regulations, the participation 
of stakeholders and the cumulative impact assessment, etc. 
Through collaboration mechanisms of multiple departments, 
the overall planning can be carried out smoothly according to 
the original work plan.
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